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power  theory.  It draws upon the UK-based Learning 
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“Contradictions are not  the same as problems or 








that  in Marx’s  writings  “activity”  and  “la-
bour” are used more or  less synonymously 
(Jones, 2003). Despite  tendencies elsewhere 
to  depict  activity  theory’s  Marxist  deriva-
tions as atavistic (Jonassen 2000; cf. Agayev, 
2003), Engeström has continued to foreground 


















The usage of  these categories  to explain  the 
role of contradictions in activity theory raises 
a series of salient issues. Firstly, there seems 
to be a  tendency  in  the  literature on work-
related research  to blur distinctions between 
logical  contradictions  (arising  out  of  lack-
of-fit in local work practices) and dialectical 
contradictions (those inherent in capitalism’s 























contradictions  and  commodification  con-
tained within Engeström’s depiction of  ac-
tivity systems.  In doing so,  it  returns  to  the 
starting points from which Marx (1883/1976, 
1858/1973) develops his critical theory of ac-
tivities  in capitalism:  the concepts of  labour 
and the commodity. For Postone (1996, p.7) 
the  limitation of  ‘traditional’ Marxist  theory 
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“activity”  in capitalism). As a consequence, 

















































of social  reproduction of  labour-power,  the 
perennial  thorn  in  the side of  research  into 
work-related  learning  is also addressed:  the 
fact that the primary purpose of organisations 
is  the production and maintenance of goods 
and services, rather  than learning per se  (cf. 
Young, 2001). While  learning may not,  for 
employers  and  managers,  be  the  principal 
intended outcome of organisational activity, 
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argues  that  activity  systems move  through 
relatively  long cycles of qualitative  transfor-
mations. As  the  contradictions of  an  activ-
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that one’s  labor has a dual function: On  the one 
hand,  it  is a specific sort of  labour  that produces 
particular goods for others, yet, on the other hand, 





















‘recognizably’  social  relations,  commodity  de-
termined  labor  is mediated by a set of structures 
that … it itself constitutes. Labor and its products 
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As  with  Engeström  (but,  arguably,  unlike 
Marx), Bhaskar argues that contradictions set 
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site of  local,  technical practices,  rather  than 


















But when  it  is made  into a  real activity  through 
contact with capital—it cannot do  this by  itself, 
since  it  is without object—then  it becomes a  re-
ally value-positing, productive activity.’  (Marx, 
1858/1973).
In  Capital (1883/1976)  and  its  precursor, 
Grundrisse  (1858/1973),  Marx  predicates 
the  categories  of  use-and  exchange-value 
upon an analysis of the commodity form. As 
Rikowski  (2000a) emphasises, Marx posits 










Labour-power  should not  be  taken  to  refer 
simply to the actual labour that is expended di-
rectly in order to produce particular commodi-









tion of  labour-power might  include  the abil-





  Labour-power  is  a  virtual  entity  until 
workers  direct  their  myriad  capabilities  to 

















resides  in  abstract  labour:  the  labour  time 
invested  in  the production of  a  commodity 
(“socially average  labour  time”  is qualified 
by factors such as available  technology and 
the skill of the labourer). The labour-time so-
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power  in  its  individual and will determined 
moment” (Rikowski, 2002b). In other words, 
the subjective aspect of  labour-power  lies  in 
the labourer’s decision to activate her labour-
power at a particular moment to a particular 
end.  In  this sense  the  labourer’s will  is also 



















(witness  the  proliferation  of  crude  human 
capital  theory and  the emphasis  that  recruit-
ment processes place upon candidates’ per-
sonal  qualities  and  attitudes). With  regard 
to Engeström and his peers,  it  is  the collec-
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tempt  to  formalise  this process). As an ‘un-









































activity  systems  (Daniels  and Warmington, 
2007).  This  concern  with  the  organisation 
of collective  labour-power  is made explicit 










no  longer apply.  In such work settings  there 
is a  rapid  turnover of staff and continual  re-
configurations of groups, communications and 
expertise. It is
“work  that  requires active construction  of  con-
stantly changing combinations of people and arte-
facts over lengthy trajectories of time and widely 
distributed  in  space.”  (Engeström  et al.,  1999, 
p.345, italics added)
Engeström  (2004)  draws  the  notion  of  “co-
configuration”  from  the  work  conducted  in 
private sector settings by Victor and Boynton 
(1998).  “Co-configuration”  implies  a  form 
of work orientated  towards  the provision of 
intelligent,  adaptive  services.  It  is  charac-
terised  by  negotiated  partnerships,  wherein 
multiple  agencies  collaborate  with  users  in 
the  co-design  of  services  or  products.  The 
consequences  for  the  ‘post-bureaucratic’ 
organisation  and  management  of  collective 
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‘collectivity’  and  increasing  emphasis  upon 




work  patterns  constitute  both  a  reculturing 
of  labour,  in  which  individual  workers  are 
accorded  responsibility  for  their  own  qual-
ity  control,  often  under  the  guise  of  having 
greater control over  their own  labour-power 
(cf. Avis,  2007).  For  instance, Harley et al. 
(2003)  note  that  in  the UK’s  public  service 







… helping  is no  longer bound by  the limits pre-
scribed in job descriptions” (Harley et al., 2003, 
p.4, italics added).
This underlines the double function of activity 
systems:  the object of  it  is both  to work on 
practice objects that will generate “consumer 
appropriate  outcomes”  and  to  reconfigure 
or  reculture  labour-power,  most  obviously 

































production of  labour-power,  in part  through 






















marcation  between  labour-power  attributes 
and other attributes of the person (Rikowski, 
2002b). The human is simultaneously marginal 
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interviews  took  place.  Seaside was  a  large 












































gested  that  the formation of  the MPTs gave 
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Andy:   …(Strategic  managers)  have  still 
been structured  in exactly  the same 
old education, welfare, educational 








saying  there  are  contradictions  in 
the…?
Andy:   Yeah,  because  we’re  dealing  with 
very senior people who are making 
the overall strategy of  the multipro-
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framework.  In  the  contemporary  sphere  of 
‘service industries’, the ‘knowledge economy’, 




general  commodities  (Warmington,  2005). 









rendered  ambiguous.  It  is  restricted  by  the 
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